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Welcome to the Villanova Theatre Education Guide for our         

production of Mr. Burns, a Post-Electric Play. This resource is           

intended to help individuals, educators, and students gain additional 

insight into the production. It includes discussion questions to        

consider before seeing the show as well as after, and suggested     

activities to help you engage with the show on a more intimate level.  
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Synopsis 
 
Act I begins with Matt, Maria, Jenny, and Sam sitting around a campfire, while Colleen hovers nearby on the outskirts of 
the campsite. Matt, Jenny, and Maria attempt to piece together the 1993 “Cape Feare” episode of The Simpsons in 
which the creators of the show parody the 1991 Martin Scorsese remake of Cape Fear.  In the 1993 Simpsons episode, 
Sideshow Bob is released from prison and tries to murder Bart.  Initially, as the play unfolds, it is unclear who these 
characters are, but their response to the unexpected arrival of Gibson tells the audience that things are not well in their 
world.  Armed and ready to shoot the unknown Gibson, the audience learns that a nuclear apocalypse has taken 
place.  Once the group realizes they can trust Gibson, the events of the apocalypse are revealed and the toll it has   
taken on these survivors is revealed. 
 
Act II takes place 7 years later. The survivors, now numbering seven with the addition of Quincy, have started a touring 
theatre company that performs episodes of The Simpsons for other survivors. Act II opens with the troupe rehearsing for 
their performance of the “Cape Feare” episode. The rehearsal is led by Colleen and is stopped repeatedly in order to fix 
aspects of the performance and elements of the set and props that aren’t functioning properly.  As in Act I, the troupe is 
on edge, but their fears in this Act are driven by their desperate need to keep their company alive, as it provides them 
with food and shelter.  The viability of their company is uncertain, however, as they have fierce competition from a rival 
company, and the world is becoming all the more unpredictable and unsafe. 
 
Act III begins 75 years after Act II. The characters introduced in this Act have no memory of The Simpsons, and the 
world of 75 years ago is long gone. Replacing the world of Act II is a world grounded in ritual.  As Act III opens, a chorus 
memorializes the loss of lives in the nuclear holocaust of 82 years past and offers hope for the future. 
(Portions courtesy of Production Dramaturg Ann Marley)  
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Introduction to the Characters  
 
Matt, at the opening of the play, is the newest member to the growing group of post-apocalyptic survivors, hailing      
originally from New York City.  In Act I, he is in the act of telling a story based on the “Cape Feare” episode of             
The Simpsons. 
 
Jenny, originally from Baltimore, is a no-nonsense character.  She is the conservative member of the group, and like 
Matt knows the “Cape Feare” episode of The Simpsons well enough to contribute to the story. 
 
Maria is the more practical member of the survivors.  She is an original resident of the area which the survivors have 
made camp.  She is familiar with The Simpsons characters, and definitely saw the “Cape Feare” episode, but she 
doesn’t know it as well as Matt and Jenny. 
 
Sam is the leader of the small group of survivors.  He maintains order, calling the shots when necessary, and is happy to 
sit back and listen to the storytelling.  It is unclear how well he knows The Simpsons, but he demonstrates that he is   
reliable knowledgeable about pop culture. 
 
Colleen, present but silent in Act I, struggles with the loss of her daughter.  She remains on the perimeter of the action 
nursing her dead daughter’s sweatshirt, but in Act II, she plays a much more active role when the group of survivors  
become an travelling acting troupe. 
 
Gibson, originally from Massachusetts, is an amateur actor with an amazing memory.  He does not know the “Cape 
Feare” episode of The Simpsons, nor is he particularly familiar with the TV show.  However, his skill as an actor and 
singer will help him find a permanent home amongst the survivors of Act I. 
 
Quincy is introduced at the start of Act II.  She is an acting protégé, added to the acting troupe that survivors from Act I 
have created.  For someone who is new to the troupe, she holds a good deal of power.   
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Introduction to the Characters (continued) 

 
During-Show Activities: 
1. The brief character descriptions on the previous page don’t reveal everything about the characters.  One of the      
elements missing is a description of what makes them valuable to the group as a whole.  Pay attention to each character 
in Act I and II and try to determine what quality or skill they bring to the group that makes them an invaluable player.   
 
2. The world that Anne Washburn creates is not a safe one.  Sometimes this lack of safety was clearly defined in the 
script, but not always.  The actors performances help to illustrate the uncertainty of the world in which they live.  Note 
specific choices the actors make in order to create tension. 
 
Post-Show Discussion Questions: 
3. Anne Washburn could have easily removed any one or more characters from Act I, giving more than one new      
character in Act II, but she doesn’t. Why do you think she chose to have these characters remain together over the 
course of two acts?   
 
4. Trust is essential in the world of Mr. Burns.  This is evident when Gibson enters the scene in Act I.  How would you 
determine who to trust if you were to survive an apocalypse?  Would you trust anyone? 
 
5. If some sort of apocalyptic event happened, what skill(s) would you bring to a group of survivors that would be       
valuable?  What did each character bring? 

2 4 



 6 

  

The Creative Team 

2 

About the Playwright 
Anne Washburn is a graduate of Reed College and New York University 
(MFA.) Her plays include 10 Out of 12, Mr. Burns, a Post-Electric Play, A 
Devil at Noon, and Orestes. Her work displays themes of meta-theatre, 
Greek theatre, the collapse of civilization, storytelling, and dark comedy. 
Mr. Burns was nominated for a Drama League Award. She has been 
awarded Guggenheim, NYFA, and Time Warner fellowships, the Whiting 
Award, PEN/Laura Pels Award, and Herb Alpert Award. She was a Susan 
Smith Blackburn finalist and received residencies at MacDowell and   
Yaddo. She is a member of 13P and an alumna of New Dramatists. 
 
Washburn developed Mr. Burns with a New York based group called The 
Civilians. She began by bringing actors together to record spoken English. 
She asked the actors- Matt Maher, Maria Dizzie, and Jenny Morris to 
choose an episode of The Simpsons and retell the story as best as they 
could remember it. In the first telling, Maher supplied most of the content. 
They then told the story for a second time. In the third and final round, 
new actors joined the room. She used these iterations to create the first 
act, most of it word for word from the session. 
 
She then wrote the rest of the script, including the third act, which she 
intended to be an extravagant musical from the beginning of the process- 
despite never writing a musical. She worked with Michael Friedman to put 
music to her words, finding this the most difficult part of the process. The 
play opened at Woolly Mammoth in New York and transferred Off-
Broadway to Playwrights Horizon. Between these productions she made 
major adjustments to the script. 
 
Washburn says that she also considered using Friends and Cheers, but 
ultimately chose The Simpsons because of its archetypal characters and 
encompassment of American culture and history. 
(Courtesy of Production Dramaturg Ann Marley) 
 
About the Composer 
Michael Friedman graduated from Harvard, where he studied history and 
literature. Friedman is a composer and lyricist known for his music in 
Bloody Bloody Andrew Jackson, which opened on Broadway in 2010. His 
other works include Saved, In The Bubble, The Brand New Kid, God’s 
Ear, and The Blue Demon. A founding Associate Artist of The Civilians, 
Friedman died September 9, 2017 from complications of HIV/AIDS.  
(Courtesy of Production Dramaturg Ann Marley) 
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The Creative Team (continued) 
 
About The Civilians 
The Civilians is a company that creates new theater from creative investigations into the most vital questions of the   
present. Through a number of artistic programs, The Civilians advances theater as an engine of artistic innovation and 
strengthens the connections between theater and society. 
(Courtesy of Production Dramaturg Ann Marley) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

During-Show Activity: 
Anne Washburn was inspired to write Mr. Burns after having witnessed the events of 9/11.  She was living in New York 
City at the time of the attack and recalled people wandering around the city looking for loved ones and attaching flyers to 
telephone poles of lost loved ones.  Knowing the Washburn was influenced by 9/11, what references from that event or 
her experience in aftermath are alluded to in the play.  Note: they are often very subtle.  
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Our Collective Memory 
 
In Mr. Burns, Washburn is searching to answer what pieces of culture would live on in the event of an apocalypse. She 
theorized that in the wake of such a tragedy, people wouldn’t turn to Shakespeare or Dickens, but to the comedies that 
grew with them. Though she considered many shows like Friends and Cheers, she landed on The Simpsons for its all-
encompassing nature of Western culture. The Simpsons touched, and continues to touch, on politics, current events, 
and popular culture. Washburn believed it fully documented American culture.  
 
In addition to the “Cape Feare” episode of The Simpsons, which is mentioned in every scene of the play, other pop    
culture references are alluded to.  Most of them are musical in nature, including songs from The Backstreet Boys, The 
Spice Girls, Britney Spears, Ricky Martin, the Baha Men, The Muppets TV show, and the film Fame, but there are also 
references to foods and luxury items, like Diet Coke, Chablis, Chinese food, and hot steamy baths with bath salts. 
(Portions courtesy of Production Dramaturg Ann Marley) 
 
Pre/Post-Show Discussion Questions and Activity: 
1. Each Act of Mr. Burns is interested in the power of memory: 

what we remember and how we remember it.   
 

A. In small groups of 3 to 4, come up with a list of your   
collective memory, something with which everyone in the 
group has some relationship.  You should include at least 
one television show, one movie, one song, one             
commercial, and one book. 

 
B. Once you have collected your list, select one item from 
the list that you will retell together.  Everyone in the group 
should participate in this retelling.  For example, for a TV 
show that you all know, select an episode to tell             
together.   If you select a song, you should all be able to 
sing it or perform the dance moves to it if there are any. 

 
C. Share your collective memory with the larger group. 

 
2. In Act II, it is clear that the characters miss certain foods, 
amenities, luxuries, and basic necessities.  Some of the items 
missed include hot steamy baths, carrot sticks, submarine 
sandwiches, and tuna noodle casserole.  What foods,       
amenities, luxuries and necessities would you miss if you lived 
in the post-apocalyptic/electric world of Mr. Burns?   
 
3. Notice that Washburn doesn’t theorize that in the wake an 
apocalypse, people will turn to God. Her go-to is an animated 
comedy, and even the other TV shows she considered were 
comedies.  What do think?  Do you agree with Washburn, that 
comedy will prove more attractive than tragedy? What place 
would religion have in such a world?  How might it evolve and 
change?  
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A Post-Apocalyptic Play 
 
The post-apocalyptic world of Mr. Burns is concerned with two significant events.  First is the cause of the apocalypse, 
mass nuclear plant meltdowns and explosions.  The second is the result of the nuclear apocalypse, the loss of          
electricity.  Both events, for the characters in the play, are dire.  Initially, these events result in the loss of millions of 
lives, including the many loved ones of the characters, but they also provide long term damage that the characters must 
navigate, including polluted water and air, infertility, cancer, food shortages, no refrigeration, and the lack of law and  
order. 
 
During-Show Activities: 
1. From Act I to Act II, the world of Mr. Burns is disastrous.  While there are clearly people who have survived, the world, 
or at least America, is in bad shape.  Besides the many lives that have been lost, pay attention to what else has been 
lost or is in short supply.  What is in demand?   
 
2. Creating the world of this production was both fun and challenging for the design team.  The costume, set, and     
property designers had to think about what would survive a nuclear apocalypse.  They had to think creatively in order to 
incorporate sustainable materials, and they had to think about that sustainability both 7 years after the event and then 
another 82 years after the event. Note what sustainable materials are used to create the set, costumes, and 
props.  Make a list of your observations. 
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Ritual Theatre 
 
Act III is stylistically different from the first two acts. To begin with, there is little dialogue. Instead, the final act is operatic, 
with music serving as its dominant feature.  Even when there is dialogue, music underscores it.  The operatic approach 
to the final act is in keeping with the “Cape Feare” Simpsons episode, which involves Sideshow Bob performing the   
Gilbert and Sullivan opera, H.M.S. Pinafore. 
 
In addition to the operatic nature of the final act, the presentation of the act is ritualistic in its approach.  The set is      
designed to look like a place of worship with an alter and hymnal placards.  Furthermore, the performance of the       
characters in the act is a memorialization of events from the past.  Everyone participating in the ritual is removed from 
the events in Acts I and II.  They were not witness to the nuclear apocalypse, nor do they have any working knowledge 
of The Simpsons since they would have never had the opportunity to see the show.   When the various members of the 
Chorus adorn the masks, they are fulfilling a fundamental aspect of masks in ritual theatre.  It is through the masks that 
they are able to embody the characters and tell the story, in the case of Act III, a parable.   
 
Pre-Show Activity: 
1. Shorty after 9/11, John Adams, American composer, was asked to compose a commemorative  piece to              

memorialize those who had lost their lives on 9/11.  His 25 minute, one movement orchestral and choral piece is 
called The Transmigration of Souls.  Anne Washburn was familiar with this composition and she and Michael     
Friedman, the composer for Mr. Burns, pay homage to it in the play.  Take a moment to listen to the                      
New York Philharmonic performance of it, then listen for how Washburn and Friedman incorporate it into the play. 

 
During-Show Activities: 
2. As you are watching Act III, look and listen for any aspects of the performance that appear ritualistic to you.  What are 
some of the elements, performative, vocal, and instrumental, that make this particular Act ceremonial in its            
presentation?    
 
3. Pay attention to what elements from Act II are carried over into Act III. 
 
Post-Show Discussion Questions: 
4. The intention of ritual theatre is to bring healing, and a parable is a spiritual lesson.  What is the lesson being taught in 
the ritual theatre of Act III?  How does the ritual of the parable’s performance bring about healing? 
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Seeing the show  
 

Villanova Theatre is excited to have you join us for Mr. Burns, a Post Electric Play. We want to offer a few reminders 
concerning theatre etiquette so that you will experience the best from the actors and production team who have worked 
hard to create the show for you. 
 

1. Remember to silence or turn off your phone.  Please do not place phones on vibrate because this, too, often 
makes a noise that can be distracting to those around you as well as the performers. 

 
2. Do not send or receive texts during the production.  Taking out your phone during the performance to check a text 
or to send one is distracting to those in the surrounding seats due to the light coming from your phone. 

 
3. Do not take photographs during the performance.  This is for the safety of our performers as well as laws            
surrounding intellectual property.  Best to sit back and enjoy the show, taking a mental image for your memory. 

 
4. Refrain from opening candy wrappers or anything that is going to make a noise.  This is distracting for those 
around you who are trying to listen to the performance as well as the actors who are working to create a world on 
the stage.  Please open any candy wrappers or tissue containers or other items that could potentially make a noise 
before the show begins. 

 
5. Refrain from talking.  Again, this is distracting to those around you as well as the actors on stage.  When on 
stage, it is often thought the actors are too far from the audience to hear what is happening.  This is far from the 
truth.  More often, actors can hear every movement, laugh, and spoken word. 

 
6. Finally, please refrain from touching actors during the performance.  Because Vasey Theatre is a thrust stage,    
actors often cross in front of audience members.  Unless you are invited to do so, you should not touch them. 

 
Thank you so much for making your Villanova Theatre experience the best for all involved. 
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